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Introduction
Access to government information has been a concern for the 
federal government since the founding of the nation. With the 
arrival of the first printing presses to the colonies in the 1600s, 
reports of government activities, primarily congressional, began 
running in newspapers for the public to read.1 Since then the 
amount of government information published and the breadth 
of dissemination have greatly expanded to the point that the 
current Obama administration has made it their priority to 
ensure an “unprecedented level of openness in [g]overnment.”2 
However, another issue also presents a timeless concern for the 
government: money. In 2011, the United States faces its great-
est deficit in history. With the country’s credit rating down-
graded on August 5, another historical first, it is clear that fed-
eral spending must be drastically reduced. Because appropria-
tions bills are still in the works, only time will tell what aspects 
of customary government spending will be most affected; 
however several indicators suggest that government publishing 
will take mighty blows. In a time when access to government 
information is perhaps at an historical high, conflicting govern-
ment agendas may undo years of progress.
Historical progress in access to government  
information
Since the arrival to the colonies of the first printing press in 
1638, government publishing has occurred in some form. With 
the creation of the Continental Congress, the first journals 
recording congressional activity were commissioned. When 
Washington, D.C. became the official capitol of the new United 
States, several local newspapers emerged intermittently winning 
bids to print reports of congressional activity; however these 
early printing efforts often lacked accuracy and consistency.3 
In 1818 Congress appointed a committee to determine the 
best means of disseminating accurate records of the debates of 
Congress, and, while the committee found that it was of utmost 
importance that the public remain informed of the activities 
of their elected representatives, congressmen concerned about 
the cost of such an initiative quieted the effort for a time.4 
Instead, Congress passed a resolution ordering the House of 
Representatives and the Senate to hire their own printers to pub-
lish their reports.5
It was not until 1819 that the idea of a national printer 
began to take shape, and not again until 1860 that the idea 
would become a reality. In 1852 Congress passed a law estab-
lishing the Superintendent of Public Printing, and with this 
appointment the concept of government printing expanded 
from congressional records to include publications of the 
executive branch as well.6 With the cost of private print-
ers becoming an increasing burden, and noting that other 
countries had already established government printers, the 
Government Printing Office (GPO) was officially established 
in 1860 to begin operations in 1861.7 The General Printing 
Act of 1895 established the position of Superintendent of 
Documents and called for the first distribution of govern-
ment documents to depository libraries appointed as such 
by congressmen of the states.8 Today the Federal Depository 
Library Program (FDLP) continues to ensure distribution of 
all government publications to designated depository libraries 
to ensure the public’s free access to government information.9 
In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, access to govern-
ment information began to shift course, focusing ever more on 
free electronic access to government information.10 Nowhere has 
this emphasis been more prevalent than with the current admin-
istration. President Obama announced his Open Government 
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Initiative, a fulfillment of a campaign promise, on his first day 
in office. The initiative began with two key memoranda: The 
first memorandum advised the heads of executive agencies 
and departments that the new administration would embrace 
three key values: transparency, participation, and collabora-
tion.11 This memo also instructed the director of the Office 
of Management and Budget (OMB) to draft guidelines with 
concrete steps agencies and departments should follow to infuse 
these values into their day-to-day operations; these guidelines 
have come to be known as the Open Government Directive.12
The second memorandum, addressed to the attorney 
general, advised that Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 
requests should now be fulfilled whenever possible, to further 
reflect the intent of the administration to ease access to govern-
ment information.13 This second memorandum came in direct 
response to a post-9/11 memorandum issued by then-attorney 
general John Ashcroft cautioning executive branch agencies and 
departments to be wary of releasing information in response 
to FOIA requests and assuring them that the Department of 
Justice (DOJ) would incline toward upholding an agency’s 
decision to deny such a request.14 In contrast, attorney general 
Eric Holder rescinded this policy on FOIA treatment, stating 
that the DOJ would only defend a denial if fulfillment would 
have violated the law or if the decision to deny reasonably fell 
within one of FOIA’s nine statutory exemptions.15 By easing 
the fulfillment standards for FOIA requests, the Obama admin-
istration moved one step closer to a more open government.
In addition to directing agencies and departments on 
how to become more open and transparent, the Obama 
administration sought to create several interactive websites 
to serve as portals to government information for the public. 
These portals often combine data and information from sev-
eral agencies and departments pertaining to similar subjects 
in order to ease public access. An example of such a proj-
ect is Data.gov, a website that hosts datasets contributed by 
nearly all executive departments and agencies, the purpose 
of which is to simply make accessing the wealth of collected 
government data a simpler task.16 Combined, these vari-
ous efforts of the executive branch have come to be known 
as the Open Government Initiative, an endeavor that is 
well on its way toward achieving the “unprecedented level 
of openness” promised by the Obama administration.17
Budget crisis of 2011
In 2011, we face our greatest deficit in history. For fiscal year 
2012, Congress has spent months fruitlessly debating how to both 
improve our national debt and determine proper appropriations 
for government spending in the coming year. Facing an imminent 
government shutdown in August, Congress finally reached a tem-
porary solution, passing the Budget Control Act of 2011.18 Among 
other things, this act calls for $917 billion in federal spending 
cuts, divided between a “security” and “non-security” category. 
The security category includes “discretionary appropriations asso-
ciated with agency budgets for the Department of Defense, the 
Department of Homeland Security, the Department of Veterans 
Affairs, the National Nuclear Security Administration, the intel-
ligence community management account… and all budget 
accounts in budget function 150 (international affairs).”19 The 
non-security category includes “all discretionary appropriations 
not included in the security category.”20 Both categories, therefore, 
include executive departments and agencies that have contributed 
significant government publishing over the years. This $917 bil-
lion reduction will take place over a period of ten years, with a 
$21 billion reduction to these two categories for fiscal year 2012. 
While the individual appropriations are left to be determined by 
the congressional appropriations committees in each chamber, 
the Budget Control Act of 2011 instructs that the security category 
will receive $684 billion in new budget authority, while the non-
security category will receive $359 billion.21 Both figures represent 
significant cuts from what these categories have received in recent 
years, particularly for the non-security category.22
To make matters worse, while the Budget Control Act’s pas-
sage may have seemed like a beacon of hope, Standard and Poor’s 
(S&P) historic reduction of the United States’ credit rating 
from AAA to AA+ may weaken any confidence the act’s passage 
instilled. According to S&P, the change in rating reflects their 
opinion that the Budget Control Act measures will not provide 
enough strength to “stabilize the government’s medium-term debt 
dynamics.”23 Time will tell how this rating reduction will affect the 
economy, but this reduced credit rating may significantly raise the 
country’s borrowing costs, which may spell even greater budget 
cuts in coming years.24 Thus far, S&P is the only one of the “big 
three” rating services—S&P, Fitch, and Moody’s—to reduce the 
United States rating. With the passage of the Budget Control Act, 
Moody’s announced that it would not lower the United States’ rat-
ing; however, following S&P’s decision to downgrade the United 
States, Moody’s clarified their decision, stating that they too might 
lower the United States’ rating if the country does not attend to 
its deficit in the next two years.25 The third of the “big three” rat-
ing agencies, Fitch Ratings, recently completed its review of the 
United States’ financial situation, and has announced that it will 
not downgrade the United States’ credit rating for the time being, 
citing the country’s “wealth and financial flexibility” as key motiva-
tors in their decision.26 What effect S&P’s downgrade will have on 
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government spending is as yet unclear; however, to avoid down-
grades from Fitch and Moody’s, the United States certainly faces 
the challenge of further necessitated budget cuts in the near future.
Effect on access to government information
With appropriations bills still in the works, the precise effect of 
the current budget drama on government publishing remains 
to be seen; however, in anticipation of imminent budget cuts, 
several departments and agencies have begun announcing 
delays and outright cancellations of significant government 
publication programs. 
On July 22, 2011, the House passed an appropria-
tions bill that would significantly reduce the budget of the 
GPO.27 In a report that accompanies this bill, the House 
Appropriations Committee suggests that the GPO may no 
longer be necessary, and recommends a study on the “feasibility 
of Executive Branch printing being performed by the General 
Services Administration, the transfer of the Superintendent 
of Documents program to the Library of Congress, and the 
privatization of the GPO.”28 Furthermore, the bill provides no 
funding for the maintenance of GPO’s digital system, FDsys.29 
FDsys (Federal Digital System) is the successor to GPO’s first 
online government information access system, GPO Access. 
This system provides free electronic access to official federal 
government publications, and is thus a mainstay for research-
ers as well as everyday citizens interested in the goings-on of 
the federal government. While many websites provide full-text 
coverage of various government documents, the FDsys col-
lection is the most comprehensive, collecting publications 
from all three branches of government, and is the only free 
electronic resource for access to official versions of these docu-
ments. While its coverage is presently time-limited compared 
to subscription vendors with much broader historical coverage 
(some back to the nation’s inception), FDsys is the only system 
providing free access to these collections.30 While it would still 
be possible for agencies and departments to reproduce official 
versions of their publications on their own websites, should 
the GPO or FDsys be terminated, the enactment of H.R. 
2551 would render access to government information more 
difficult by eliminating the central hub of government infor-
mation and disseminating it instead across several websites. 
At present, this bill has been sent to the Senate and is being 
considered by the Senate Committee on Appropriations.31
Another significant government publication in jeop-
ardy is the Census Bureau’s preeminent publication, the 
Statistical Abstract of the United States. The Statistical Abstract 
has been published since 1878, and is “the authoritative and 
comprehensive summary of statistics on the social, politi-
cal, and economic reorganization of the United States.”32 
Published annually and available in both print and electronic 
versions, this publication is considered so important that 
it makes the FDLP’s list of essential titles.33 In the bureau’s 
budget estimates presented to Congress in February 2011, 
the bureau announced its plan to cancel the office respon-
sible for publishing this document, the Statistical Compendia 
Branch.34 This announcement has sent shockwaves through 
the library community, as many consider it the “go-to” sta-
tistical reference resource, and many argue there is no viable 
alternative.35 While popular vendors provide compilations of 
statistical data, such as ProQuest Statistical, subscriptions to 
these cost thousands of dollars a year, inhibiting public access 
for libraries with limited funds. While it is likely that the 
data assembled in the Statistical Abstract will continue to be 
gathered by agencies and departments, without this publica-
tion to assemble it, access to this data will be greatly hindered, 
requiring a data hunt through several government websites, 
rather than scanning one document annually for the data. 
Finally, the E-Government Fund, which finances major 
sites associated with the Open Government Initiative, antici-
pates an enormous budget reduction for fiscal year 2012.36 
In response, two new open government sites in the works 
have been indefinitely cancelled, while several popular open 
government sites, such as Data.gov and Performance.gov, 
will continue, but without new anticipated developments.37 
USASpending.gov, an open government website created during 
the Bush administration (sponsored by then-Senator Obama), 
is the only open government site mandated by law; the oth-
ers were simply created at the behest of executive orders, and 
are not guaranteed funding.38 In terms of access, the Open 
Government Initiative has the potential to greatly augment 
the public’s ease of access to a variety of government informa-
tion. To stifle this program in its infancy would seem “short-
sighted,” and if other departments and agencies are forced 
to follow the same path as the Census Bureau, cancelling 
significant publication endeavors, the public may look to open 
government sites more and more for access to government 
information.39 If these sites suffer a similar fate, what resource 
will remain to ensure access to government information?
What does the future hold?
With appropriations bills still forthcoming, we can only specu-
late as to the fate of access to government information. The 
ideal would see agencies and departments realizing the impor-
tance of access to government information and making budget 
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cuts somewhere else in their organizations. This being perhaps 
too idealistic, however, several less positive alternatives present 
themselves. One possibility is that, as with several of the open 
government sites, agency and department publication programs 
will take a brief hiatus while the economy recovers, resuming 
normal activity when funding becomes available. On the other 
hand, perhaps these publication programs will follow the Census 
Bureau, and we will watch more government publications 
die off. Still another possibility is privatization—government 
information will survive, but at a steep subscription cost from 
vendors too expensive for many libraries, effectively suffocating 
access to government information for many patrons. None of 
these possibilities are ideal, and all will result in at least tempo-
rary restriction of access to government information. 
The good news is that the public can speak up and advo-
cate for access to government information. For months, sev-
eral professional organizations such as the American Library 
Association (ALA), the American Association of Law Libraries, 
the Special Libraries Association, and the Medical Library 
Association have been persistently lobbying for congressional 
support of government publishing programs.40 In addition 
to their letters, they encourage members of the public to get 
involved as well. One way to get involved is to use the “Take 
Action” button on ALA’s Washington Office website (www 
.ala.org/ala/aboutala/offices/wo). By entering one’s zip code, 
this button brings up a pre-written letter, addressed to one’s 
local representative, urging him/her to take action against the 
cancellation of the Statistical Abstract. One has the option to 
edit the content of the letter, and in order to send it, one sim-
ply clicks the “Send Now” button, and the letter is emailed 
directly to one’s congressman.41 Unfortunately, the gravity of 
the state of access to government information appears to con-
cern only the members of the library community at present, 
with the media reporting on the budget and deficit crises on 
their larger scales. Thus it is up to the library community to 
stand together against these budget cuts, to remain vocal, and 
to remind Congress of the importance of free access to govern-
ment information, “an inherently governmental responsibility 
[that is] a cornerstone to a functioning democratic society.”42
Conclusion
Throughout US history, government publishing and the public 
dissemination of government information have remained focal 
concerns for elected officials of the day. Yet concern over alloca-
tion of the federal budget claims a similar historical omnipres-
ence. Although the current administration has taken perhaps 
the greatest strides in recent history toward achieving optimal 
access to government information, it also faces the greatest 
deficit in US history. As appropriations debates rage, rumors 
and reports of imminent cuts to significant government publi-
cation and access endeavors abound, and the future looks grim. 
Fortunately, with appropriations not yet final, there is still time 
to act. So long as the future remains unclear, it can also be 
changed. By continuing and strengthening advocacy initiatives 
to save the publication endeavors currently in jeopardy, we may 
be able to alert legislators to the importance of access to gov-
ernment information to ensure an informed democracy. The 
time for action is now.
Ashley Ahlbrand, Student, Indiana University-
Bloomington School of Library and Information Science, 
aaahlbra@indiana.edu.
The author would like to thank instructors Jennifer Bryan 
Morgan and Andrea Morrison for their guidance in the develop-
ment of this paper. 
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GODORT e-Learning Interest Group Seeks Webinar Proposals
GODORT is taking a giant leap into online education for library professionals and we need volunteers!
A small working group has been charged by GODORT Steering to solicit and select a proposal for an online learning 
session from GODORT Members to be offered using ALA’s “Online Learning” software.  This pilot will be a one to two hour 
webinar.  This working group will also guide this chosen proposal through the ALA online learning process.
How you can help: Propose a one to two hour single-session webinar on any government information topic you like.  
Potential topics could include:
●● census data;
●● e-Government;
●● congressional testimony and debate;
●● urban information systems;
●● federal and state regulations;
●● legislative histories;
●● international statistics; or
●● nongovernmental organizations.
You may also propose a different topic, as long as it relates to government information.
If you are interested in developing a 1-time webinar to be offered by ALA sometime in late win-
ter or early spring 2012, please let us know by submitting the form(https://spreadsheets.google.com/spread-
sheet/viewform?formkey=dHFVdE5Hb3BxY2xlclA5RnZ6dXNZS1E6MQ) by December 1, 2011.
Fine print: Projects must be proposed by current GODORT members.  The person(s) selected will be notified before 
January 23, 2012 (ALA Midwinter) and the webinar must be offered before May 15, 2012, using ALA’s software.
If you have any questions, please contact Jesse Silva (jsilva@library.berkeley.edu) or Kirsten Clark (clark881@umn.edu).
